1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuey Joyiny

Author manuscript
Fam Process. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 June 01.

-, HHS Public Access
«

Published in final edited form as:
Fam Process. 2018 June ; 57(2): 432-447. doi:10.1111/famp.12283.

Parental perceived control and social support: Linkages to
change in parenting behaviors during early adolescence

Melissa A. Lippoldl, Terese Glatz2, Gregory M Fosco?, and Mark E. Feinberg?
1The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC

2Orebro University, Orebro, Sweden

3The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA

Abstract

Prior studies have found that parents’ perceptions of control over their lives and their social
support may both be important for parenting behaviors. Yet, few studies have examined their
unique and interacting influence on parenting behaviors during early adolescence. This
longitudinal study of rural parents in two-parent families (V= 636) investigated a) whether
perceived control and social support when their youth were in 61 grade were independently or
interactively associated with changes in parenting behaviors (discipline, standard setting) and
parent-child warmth and hostility six months later and b) if these linkages differed by parent
gender. We also investigated the interactive links between perceived control, social support, and
parenting. Specifically, we tested if parents’ perceived control moderated the linkages between
social support and parenting and if these linkages differed by parent gender. Greater perceived
control predicted more increases in parents’ consistent discipline and standard setting, whereas
greater social support predicted increases in parent-child warmth and decreases in parent-child
hostility. Parental perceived control moderated the effect of social support on parental warmth: For
mothers only, social support was significantly linked to parent-child warmth only when mothers
had low (but not high) perceived self-control. The discussion focuses on reasons why perceived
control and social support may have associations with different aspects of parenting and why these
might differ for mothers and fathers.
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Although it is rewarding, parenting is also among the most demanding social roles in
adulthood. This might be especially true for parents of adolescents as parents often endorse
disproportionate negative stereotypes of adolescence as a period of storm and stress (e.qg.,
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Buchanan & Hughes, 2009) and often report being worried about this developmental period
(Silverberg & Steinberg, 1990). Indeed, youth experience many changes as they transition
into adolescence, including increased independence and autonomy and increased reliance on
peers. Such changes might be stressful for parents, who may find that they need to adapt to a
new parenting role (Collins & Laursen, 2006). Because certain parenting behaviors, such as
consistent discipline and parental warmth are linked to positive adolescent adjustment in
prior studies (Steinberg & Silk, 2002), it is important to know what factors increase such
parenting behaviors at their children’s transition to adolescence.

Two factors suggested by Belsky (1984) might be important influences on parenting
behaviors: Parents’ personal psychological resources and contextual sources of support.
Parents may be influenced by their own internal, psychological resources, such as their
perceptions of their ability to exert control and influence their own lives and behaviors
(Bandura, 1997, 2002; Skinner, 1996). Beyond self-perceptions, parents also may benefit
from external support, such as having people in their lives that can provide advice, guidance,
and aid in their parenting role (Dominguez & Watkins, 2003). Building on prior work
documenting these psychological and external resources as determinants of parenting, the
current study seeks to address important limitations to the literature. First, the existing
literature has generally focused on each of these factors in isolation; it is unknown whether
these factors offer unique, additive benefits to parenting. Second, little is known about how
internal and external factors may interact to affect parenting, and if one of these resources
may compensate for another. Lastly, prior work has largely focused on parenting during
early childhood (e.g., Jackson, 2000; Raikes & Thomson, 2005) and little is known about
these determinants of parenting during the transition to adolescence. Thus, in this study, we
examine these two potential resources: Parents’ perceived control—an internal resource—
and their social support— an external resource—as predictors of parenting among a sample
of rural mothers and fathers of children at the transition to adolescence.

Parents’ Perceived Control as an Internal Resource

As an internal resource, parents’ perceptions of the level of control over their lives might be
important for their parenting (Bandura, 1997; Skinner, 1996). Different terms and concepts
have been used to refer to a person’s perceived control, such as efficacy, locus of control,
and mastery (Bandura, 1997; Skinner, 1996). In general, these concepts can be divided into
two groups: Proximal and distal control beliefs (Murray, Rodgers, & Fraser, 2012). Proximal
control beliefs describe a person’s perceived level of control over exercising a specific
behavior, such as a specific parenting behavior, whereas distal control beliefs tap into beliefs
about control over life in general (Murray et al., 2012). Parent’s distal control beliefs, such
as their global sense of control, may include their perceptions about many aspects of their
lives, not just parenting, such as perceptions about control over finances, work, and other
relationships.

Most research on parental control beliefs and parenting has been conducted using measures
of proximal control beliefs, such as those related to parenting. Proximal beliefs have been
linked to certain parenting behaviors, such as parental warmth and positive discipline
practices (e.g., Glatz & Buchanan, 2015a; for a review, see Jones & Prinz, 2005). Yet, distal
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control beliefs may also be important for parenting behaviors. In two studies, higher distal
control beliefs were linked to less perceived stress among parents of young children
(Jackson, 2000; Raikes & Thomson, 2005), which might encourage closer parent child
relationships and more consistent discipline. More specifically, a sense of greater control
over their lives may give parents confidence that their behaviors may impact their children’s
well-being, to feel optimistic about their role as a parent, and may motivate them to parent in
ways that have a positive impact on their children. Additionally, parents who perceive they
have greater control over their lives may be more likely to exert effort in their parenting role,
even when they encounter obstacles and barriers (Bandura, 1997). Hence, although
understudied, at least two studies have offered evidence that parents’ distal control beliefs
are just as important as proximal control beliefs.

This study builds on work conducted on young children (ages 2 months to 4 years), to
examine the importance of distal control beliefs for parenting during early adolescence. The
adolescent transition is commonly marked by increases in parental stress (Putnick et al.,
2010) and changing needs as adolescents seek greater autonomy (Collins & Laursen, 2006).
Higher levels of parents’ distal control beliefs might make the transition to adolescence less
stressful for parents with positive implications for how they parent their children. Because
distal measures of control often have been overlooked in parenting research, and the existing
studies have focused on parents’ emotional reactions as outcomes, it is unknown if such
measures are linked not only to parental experience such as parental stress, but also to
parenting behaviors. However, despite a lack of empirical research on distal control beliefs
among parents with adolescent children, it is likely that parents who feel more in control in
general are more engaged in positive discipline practices and have a warmer relationship
with their children.

Parents’ Perceived Social Support as an External Resource

In addition to the impact of control beliefs, parents might also draw on social support as an
external resource to navigate their child’s transition into adolescence. Social support is often
conceptualized as a part of a broader construct of social capital and describes the help one
gets from close relationships to “get by” or cope with the demands of everyday life and other
stresses (Dominguez & Watkins, 2003). Social support often is provided by individuals with
whom one has strong ties—such as kin, romantic partners, neighbors, and intimate friends—
who can offer emotional, and at times, instrumental help (e.g., child care, transportation,
Dominguez & Watkins, 2003). Hence, when parents experience parenting-specific issues,
they might seek support and advice from people close to them, which might aid them in their
parenting role.

Social support may reduce parents’ stress and improve parents’ psychological health, with
positive implications for their parenting behaviors. Parents who perceive they have a caring
and available social network have better psychological health (Taylor, Conger, Robins, &
Wisaman, 2015). Parents’ social support has been shown to reduce depression and stress
(Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000), especially among parents of high-risk youth (e.g., those with
special needs, in poverty). Additionally, social support may also help parents regulate their
emotional response to their children (Marroquin, 2011), resulting in more consistent
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parenting behaviors and more parental warmth. Indeed, parents with higher social support
have been shown to be more nurturing and consistent in their parenting and less likely to use
harsh parenting behaviors across a range of child ages (e.g., Byrnes & Miller, 2012; Ceballo
& McLoyd, 2002; Marroquin, 2011; McConnell, Breitkreuz, & Savage, 2011).

Social support systems may change during adolescence, as there may be fewer organized
support systems for parents of adolescents. There is some evidence that levels of parents’
social support—nboth instrumental and emotional—and the strength of their social networks
may decrease as children become older (Kalmijn, 2012). Despite decreased levels of social
support, parents of adolescents may still derive important benefits from social support.
Social support may reduce parents’ stress associated with the adolescent transition, thus
enabling parents to use more effective parenting strategies (Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000).

Parents’ Perceived Control and Social Support

Most studies on parenting have focused on internal and external resources separately, and
very few studies have looked at them simultaneously. In two cross-sectional studies, Jackson
(2000) and Raikes & Thomson (2005) examined parents’ levels of perceived control and
social support as simultaneous predictors of parenting. In both studies, the unique influence
of parents’ perceived control (i.e., above and beyond the effect of social support) for parents’
level of stress was significant, but the studies differed concerning the importance of social
support. Using a measure capturing both parenting-specific and general social support,
Raikes and Thomson (2005) showed no significant association between social support and
parenting stress when controlling for perceived control. Jackson (2000) found a significant
link between support from friends and parenting stress, but not between social support from
family and parenting stress. Hence, some contrasting results have been found concerning the
association between social support and parenting stress, while the impact of perceived
control seem to be more robust. These studies are cross-sectional and little is known about
these processes over time.

In addition, little is known about how perceived control and social support may interact to
predict parenting. Although both internal and external resources are theoretically important
determinants of parenting (e.g., Belsky, 1984), and despite being highly correlated (Green &
Rodgers, 2001; Meunier & Roskam, 2009), no study, to our knowledge, has examined the
potential impact of the combination of these factors for parenting. Yet, according to the
process-person-context model (Bronfenbrenner, 1986), the effects of external factors, such
as social support, on parenting outcomes may vary based on person characteristics, such as
control beliefs. For example, perceived control may moderate the effect of social support on
parenting behavior (Bronfenbrenner, 1986): If a parent perceives a lack of control over their
environment, then external resources, such as social support, may become particularly
important for sustaining warm parent-child interactions and effective discipline practices.
Thus, social support may compensate for internal resources and be an especially strong
predictor of parenting behaviors when parents do not feel in control over their lives.
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Parents’ Perceived Control Beliefs and Social Support among Mothers and

Fathers

In addition to a lack of studies examining the impact of perceived control and social support
for parenting among parents of adolescents, few studies have included both mothers and
fathers, making it difficult to understand how perceived control and social support are linked
to parenting for both genders. Findings are mixed as to whether perceptions of control are
related to parenting behaviors for fathers, with some studies finding significant linkages for
fathers (Egbert, Prinzie, Dekovi¢, de Haan, & van den Akker, 2015) and others finding no
significant associations among fathers (Glatz & Buchanan, 2015a). Similar mixed findings
are also present regarding social support, with at least one study finding linkages between
social support and parenting for mothers but not for fathers (Taylor et al., 2015). Other
studies on fathers have found that social support from partners may be important for fathers,
with higher amounts of partner support being linked to more feelings of parental competence
(Bogenschneider et al., 1997), as well as being an important buffer against the effects of
stress on parenting (Degarmo, Patras, & Eap, 2008; Fagan, Bernd, & Whiteman, 2007). In
this study we examine parent gender differences in the unique and interactive linkages
between parents’ perceived control, social support, and parenting.

Parenting in a Rural Context

An additional important factor concerning how parents’ perceived control and social support
affect parenting is the community context in which these processes unfold (e.g., Bandura,
2002). Although much of the U.S. population resides in rural communities (Beeson &
Strange, 2003), little is known about how internal and external resources affect parenting in
rural contexts. Some studies suggest that rural parents may face unique stressors, given the
economic declines, poverty rates and isolation from services characteristic of rural
communities (Simmons, Braun, Wright, & Miller, 2007). Higher rates of poverty and
economic strain have been linked to lower levels of parenting control beliefs (Boardman &
Robert, 2000), and stress from these experiences could negatively affect parenting behavior
(Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994), which may place rural families at particular
risk of poor parenting. However, there is also some evidence that families in rural
communities may have more extensive social networks than families residing in other types
of communities, and that these social networks may be particularly important for the health
and well-being of rural families (Hofferth & Iceland, 1998; Simmons et al., 2007; Van Dyck,
Cardon, Deforche & De Bourdeaudhuij, 2011). Parents in rural communities may be more
likely to offer and receive advice and support from others in their communities—especially
given the lack of professional services—and this support may be particularly important for
their well-being and parenting behaviors. However, given a lack of empirical study, little is
known how the rural context may specifically affect these processes.

The Present Study

The aim of the present study was to fill some of the gaps in the literature by examining the
longitudinal associations between parents’ internal and external resources and their
parenting behaviors among a sample of rural parents of children in early adolescence.
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Specifically, we investigated the linkages between parents’ perceived control, social support,
and changes in their parenting behaviors.

First, we tested whether parents’ level of perceived control and social support were both
important for their parenting behaviors, and if they each predicted unique variance in
parenting behaviors. We investigated two types of parenting behaviors: Behavioral control
(e.g., discipline, standard setting) as well as the emotional tone of the parent-child
interactions (e.g., parental warmth and hostility towards their children), given that both of
these domains have been linked to youth adjustment (Steinberg & Silk, 2002). We ran
separate models for parent-child warmth and hostility given other studies that have
suggested they have differential linkages to youth outcomes (Dallaire et al., 2006). Our first
hypothesis was that higher levels of perceived control and social support would predict more
positive parenting behaviors (i.e., more effective discipline practices and warmer parent-
child relationships). We also examined differences in these relations among mothers and
fathers. Our second hypothesis was that the associations between perceived control and
social support with parenting behaviors would be stronger among mothers than fathers.

Next, we investigated whether internal and external resources interact to affect parenting
behaviors. Specifically, we tested whether parenting behaviors are more strongly linked to
social support when parents feel less control over their lives (e.g., moderation). Our third
hypothesis was that social support would have a stronger linkage to changes in parenting
behaviors among parents who had lower perceived control than among parents who had
higher perceived control. We also tested if these associations were moderated by parent
gender. However, given mixed findings in prior literature our examination of gender
differences was exploratory and we did not posit specific hypotheses.

Study Design and Participants

In this study we used data obtained from a subset (/7= 636) of children in early adolescence
and their parents who participated in an in-home data collection as part of the Promoting
School-Community-University Partnerships to Enhance Resilience project (PROSPER).
PROSPER is a large scale effectiveness trial of preventive interventions aimed at reducing
substance use initiation among rural adolescents in 28 rural communities and small towns in
lowa and Pennsylvania (see Spoth, Greenberg, Bierman, & Redmond, 2004). Students from
two successive cohorts of sixth graders completed in-school questionnaires. On average,
88% of all eligible students completed in-school assessments at each wave. In addition,
families of students in the second cohort of sixth graders were randomly selected and
recruited for participation in an additional in-home assessment that included a family
interview, videotaping of a family interaction, and written questionnaires completed
independently by the youth, mother, and, if present, father. Of the 2267 families recruited for
in-home family assessments 977 (43%) completed the in-home assessments. Retention was
high, with 83% of families at Wave 1 also participating at Wave 2.

To test for selection bias, youth in the sample assessed with in-home visits were compared to
youth in the total sample assessed at school (e.g., youth in the in-school sample who did and
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did not participate in the in-home assessments; N = 4,400) on a set of demographic and
behavioral outcomes. Youth in the in-home sample were not different from the total in-
school population at Wave 1 on receipt of free or reduced lunch (33.6% vs. 33.0%
respectively), living with two biological parents (59.3% vs. 62.5%), race (88.6% White vs.
86.5% White), gender (49.5% vs. 46.8% male) or intervention condition (50.4% vs. 52.1 %
treatment condition). However, youth who received in-home assessments were less likely to
engage in delinquent behavior than youth in the in-school sample (M= .58, SE= .06 vs. M
=.82, SE=.04): F(1,27)=18.32, p< .0L.

Given the research questions in this study, the sample was limited to two-parent families
(e.g., those that indicated they were in a married or married-like relationship (7=636; 65% of
the full sample) who provided data for both mothers and fathers. The demographics of the
sample at Wave 1 are as follows. Youth (52% female) resided in lowa (60%) and
Pennsylvania (40%), and were, on average 11.3 years (SD = .49) at study entry in sixth
grade. The mean age of mothers was 38.86 (SD = 5.62) and of fathers was 41.18 (SD =
6.72). Average household income was $59,000 (in 2003) and 69% of parents had some post-
secondary education. The average number of youth per home was three (SD = 1.56).
Seventy-two percent were living with both biological parents. Most youth were Caucasian
(90%); 5% Hispanic, 2% African American, 2% were Native American/American Indian,
1% Asian and 2% were of another ethnicity.

All measures were from the lowa Youth and Families Project (Conger, 1989; McMahon &
Metzler, 1998; Spoth, Redmond, & Shin, 1998) and adapted from the Pearlin Perceived
Control and Mastery scale (Lachman & Weaver, 1998; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). These
measures have been used extensively in other studies (Fosco et al, 2014; Redmond et al.,
2009; Spoth et al, 1998) and have shown expected associations with other variables,
including youth outcomes, suggesting they have high construct validity. This study uses data
reported by parents and youth on perceived paternal and maternal control and social support
from Wave 1 (when youth were in the Fall of Grade 6) as well as measures of parenting at
Waves 1 and 2 (Fall and Spring, Grade 6). Scales of our parenting variables were created
using the average of youth and parent reports.

Perceived Control—The mean of 7 items was used to assess parents’ perceived control
over their environment. An example item is “What happens to me in the future mostly
depends on me” (1 = agreeto 5 = disagree). Items were coded so that higher scores indicate
greater perceived control (a = .79 mothers, a = .75 fathers).

Social Support—We used the mean of 4 items assessing if parents’ have individuals to
turn to for support and guidance around their children. An example item is “I feel that | do
not have anyone | can talk to about my children” (1 = agreeto 5 = disagree). Higher scores
indicate more social support (a = .85 mothers, a = .84 fathers).

Consistent discipline—A three-item scale was created to measure consistent discipline.
Examples of items include “Once a discipline has been decided, how often can he or she get
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out of it?” and “How often do you discipline this youth for something at one time and then at
other times not discipline him or her for the same thing?” (1 = alwaysto 5 = never). Higher
scores indicate more consistent discipline (parent-report a = .70 mothers, .66 fathers; youth-
report a = .56 mothers, .61 fathers).

Standard setting—This scale consisted of the mean of 4 items assessing whether parents
give reasons for their decision-making and include youth in the decision-making process. An
example item is “How often do you give reasons to this child for your decisions” (1 =
alwaysto 7 = never). Items were coded so that higher scores indicate greater standard setting
(parent-report a = .70 mothers, .70 fathers; youth report a = .70 mothers, .80 fathers).

Parent-Child Warmth—Youth and parent perceptions of parental warmth towards their
children were measured using three items on a 1-7 scale, with higher scores indicating more
warmth. An example item asked how often in the past month the mother “Let this youth
know you really care about him/her” (1 = neverto 7 = always). Youth were asked similar
items about interactions with their parents. Higher scores indicate more warmth (parent-
report a = .87 mothers, .88 fathers; youth-report a = .79 mothers, .88 fathers).

Parent-Child Hostility—Youth and parent perceptions of parental hostility towards their
children were measured using three items on a 1-7 Likert Scale, which were coded such that
higher scores indicated more hostility. An example item is “When this youth does something
wrong, how often do you lose your temper and yell at him or her” (1=neverto 7= always
parent-report a = .83 mothers, .83 fathers, youth-report a = .77 mothers, .82 fathers).

Covariates—Three demographic control variables were included in the models as
covariates, given their associations with parenting in prior literature (Steinberg & Silk,
2002): Parent education (years of schooling, ranged from 0-20), dual biological marital
status (1=/iving with both biological parents, 0= not living with both biological parents), and
youth gender (1=rmale, 0=female). Given the data for this study are from an intervention
study, all models also control for intervention condition (1= /ntervention group, 0= control
group). We also include Wave 1 levels of the specific parenting behavior being examined as
a covariate.

Plan of Analysis

Multi-level models were used to account for nesting of the data (parent within family)
(Singer & Willett, 2003). Perceived control and social support predicted changes in
parenting between Wave 1 and 2. First, perceived control and social support were entered
simultaneously into the multi-level model at Level 1 to assess their unique association with
parenting. Second, we tested for moderation by parent gender by adding interaction terms
(social support x gender; perceived control x gender) into the multilevel models. Third, we
tested whether perceived control moderated the linkages between social support and
parenting behaviors by adding a social support x perceived control term to our model.
Lastly, we tested whether the interaction between perceived control and social support in
predicting parenting behaviors differed for by parent gender by adding a three-way
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interaction term (social support x perceived control x parent gender). We included Wave 1
levels of parenting, demographics, and intervention condition as covariates.

Missing data was handled using Proc mixed in SAS, which allowed us to maximize our
available data. Our sample was limited to two-parent families: all of the mothers and fathers
in our sample provided data on social support, perceived control, and parenting variables at
Wave 1. However, there was missing data on Wave 2 parenting variables for either mothers
or fathers for 18.7% of the study population. To investigate potential differential attrition, a
series of t-tests were run to examine differences on parenting variables between those
remained versus dropped out of the study. Mothers who remained in the study did not differ
from those who dropped out regarding consistent discipline, standard setting, or their
warmth or hostility towards their children. Fathers who remained in the study had higher
levels of consistent discipline (M = 5.31, SE = .72) than those who dropped out (M =5.12,
SE =.87; t = 2.39, p<.05). However, fathers did not differ on levels of standard setting,
parental warmth, or parental hostility. Given this sole difference, we concluded that there is
little risk that attrition influenced our results.

Descriptive Statistics

Perceived control and social support at Wave 1 were significantly correlated with all of the
parenting outcomes at Wave 2 (Table 1).

The Unique Linkages Between Perceived Control, Social Support, and Parenting

Our first hypothesis—that perceived control and social support would both predict unique
variance in changes in parenting behaviors—received partial support (See Table 2; Model 1).
Greater perceived control at Wave 1 was associated with increases in consistent discipline (B
=.18, p<.001) as well as standard setting (B = .10, p< .05) at Wave 2. However, perceived
control was not a significant predictor of changes in parents’ warmth or hostility. Social
support was linked to changes in the emotional aspects of parenting: Greater social support
at Wave 1 predicted increases in parent-child warmth (8= .07, p < .05) and decreases in
parent-child hostility (B =-.07, p< .05). Greater social support was also associated with
increases in parental standard setting (B= .11, p<.05).

Our second hypothesis, that the unique associations between perceived control and social
support with parenting would be stronger for mothers than fathers was not supported (Table
2, Model 2). Only, one marginal moderation effect by parent gender was found for the
associations between social support and standard setting (B = .16, p=.057).

Perceived Control as a Moderator of the Link between Social Support and Parenting

Next, we investigated whether perceived control moderated the associations between social
support and parenting, by adding a social support x perceived control term to our model. The
interaction between social support and perceived control was not significant in our main
effect models (not shown). Thus our hypothesis that the linkages between social support and
parenting would be stronger among parents with low perceived control was not supported.
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However, the moderating effect of parental perceived control on the linkages between social
support and parent-child warmth differed by parent gender, as the three-way interaction term
(social support x perceived control x parent gender) was significant for parent-child warmth
(B=.21, SE=.010, p< .05). Follow-up tests of the simple slopes (+/ - 1 SD) revealed that
the linkages between social support and parental warmth differed by mothers’ (but not
fathers’) perceptions of perceived control. For mothers, social support was related to greater
parental warmth in the context of low perceived control (8= .14, SE= .06, p < .05), but not
when mothers had high levels of perceived control (8= .01, SE= .06, p> .05). In contrast,
for fathers, no association between social support and parent-child warmth was found in the
context of either low (8= .02, SE= .06, p>.05) or high (B= .12, SE= .07, p>.05)
perceived control.

Discussion

A child’s transition to adolescence can be a challenging period for his or her parents—one
that requires them to adapt to new roles and increasing youth autonomy (Steinberg & Silk,
2002). Given the importance of parents in promoting positive outcomes for youth, this two-
wave longitudinal study aimed to further our understanding of the determinants of parenting
during early adolescence by investigating how rural parents’ level of internal (perceived
control) and external (social support) resources when children are in the Fall of Grade 6 are
linked to changes in their parenting behaviors six months later. Theoretically, this study is
based on ideas of possible determinants of parenting (Belsky, 1984), and built on prior work
conducted with parents of young children (Jackson, 2000; Raikes & Thomson, 2005). We
also tested the interaction between perceived control and social support to assess if perceived
control moderated the effects of social support on parenting behaviors. Our results suggest
that perceived control and social support are both important for parenting behaviors during
early adolescence—but they appear to have unique implications for particular aspects of
parenting and may have different linkages for mothers and fathers.

Perceived Control and Parenting Behaviors

Our study suggests that distal control beliefs—those over life in general—have important
implications for control-related parenting behaviors, such as consistent discipline and
standard setting (Halgunseth, Perkins, Lippold, & Nix, 2013), even when accounting for the
impact of social support. This result suggests that a greater sense of control over their lives
may give parents the motivation to consistently respond to children’s behaviors and to set
and enforce clear expectations, even in situations that may be challenging (Bandura, 1997,
2002). At the same time, greater perceived control may also help give parents the confidence
and motivation needed to engage children in their rule-setting and decision making, and to
help develop inductive reasoning skills in their adolescent, as indicated by the link between
perceived control and our measure of standard setting. The transition to adolescence is often
accompanied by a reorganization of the parent-child relationship where parents must balance
the early adolescents’ needs for structure with a growing need for autonomy (Steinberg &
Silk, 2002). Parents who feel their behaviors are likely to have an effect on their
environment may be better equipped to maintain consistent responses to behavior and to
encourage youth autonomy by increasing youth involvement in decision making.
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After accounting for social support, the level of parents’ distal control beliefs was not
significantly associated with changes in parent-child warmth or hostility. This finding
indicates that parents’ sense of control over their environment may more closely translate
into a sense of and actual control over youth behavior (i.e., disciplinary practices) than the
emotional tone of parent-child interactions. This finding was somewhat surprising, given the
link in prior research between parents’ perceived control and reductions in their stress and
depression among parents of young children (Jackson, 2000; Raikes & Thomson, 2005) and
other studies on samples of rural families that have found reductions in parents’ stress and
depression to be linked to more positive parent-child relationships (Conger et al., 1994).
However, it should be noted in our data significant bivariate correlations were found
between perceived control and parental warmth and hostility. Thus, perceived control may
be related to the level of parental warmth and hostility but not to changes in warmth and
hostility over time. Overall, the present study extended prior work, mostly conducted on
samples of young children’s parents, to demonstrate that distal control beliefs have
important implications not only for parental mental health, but for their disciplinary
practices with early adolescents as well. More studies are needed across different
developmental periods to understand how distal control beliefs may have differential effects
on parenting across development.

Social Support and Parenting Behaviors

Social support influenced changes in the emotional quality of parent-child interactions.
Parents who reported more social support had more warmth and less hostility towards their
children. These findings support other work which found that social support may be linked
to improved parent-child relationships (Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002; McConnell et al., 2011),
but extends this work to suggest these effects can be observed even when accounting for
parent’s perceived control. Perhaps the process of accessing support from others reduces
parental stress (Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000) or increases a parent’s own ability to self-
regulate and manage their emotions, with positive implications for their parent-child
relationships during early adolescence (Marroquin, 2011). Prior work has found that social
support may be particularly important for the well-being of rural families given the lack of
available services (Hofferth & Iceland, 1998; Simmons et al., 2007; Van Dyck, Cardon,
Deforche & De Bourdeaudhuij, 2011); our work suggests social support may be critical for
ensuring positive parent-child relationships as well.

Perceived Control Modifying The Influence of Social Support

We found evidence that perceived control moderated the linkages between social support
and parenting—however this finding held for mothers only. In particular, when mothers had
low perceptions of control over their environment, social support became an important
predictor of change in parent-child warmth. This finding suggests that for mothers, external
resources, such as social support may play a compensatory role for low internal resources,
such as perceived control (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Social interactions among women involve
more emotional exchanges than those among men (Bell, 1991; Burda, Vaux, & Schill,
1984). Thus for mothers, social support may be more likely to affect their emotional state,
compensate for low-efficacy beliefs, and subsequently result in warmer relationships with
their children. It is important to note that these findings were not consistent across parents or
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outcomes. Interactions between efficacy and social support were not found for fathers—nor
for other types of mothers’ parenting behaviors. There may be other types of relations
between perceived control and social support, such as reciprocal effects or mediating
processes that we did not test in this study. Future studies are needed to further understand
how social support, perceived control, and parenting relate to one another and to youth
outcomes over time.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research Directions

Our findings should be considered in light of the study strengths and limitations. First, our
study was conducted on a sample of rural, primarily Caucasian parents and youth in two
parent families. Rural youth are understudied, and understanding predictors of parenting
among rural youth is a notable strength of the study. It is possible that the links between
parenting, social support, and perceived control vary by neighborhood type (Ceballo &
McLoyd, 2002). Future studies are needed to examine how these linkages may differ based
on community factors such as economic opportunity, poverty, and service availability
(Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002; Simmons, Braun, Wright, & Miller, 2007) and to test whether
our results are generalizable to families in urban and suburban environments. Further,
studies suggest racial differences in both the level of parental self-efficacy (Pinderhughes &
Hurley, 2008; Glatz & Buchanan, 2015b) and its relations to parenting behaviors (Ardelt &
Eccles, 2001). Lastly it is possible that our study findings may differ had we included single
parent families. More studies are needed on more ethnically and demographically diverse
samples to understand if the results can be generalized to other groups.

Second, the measures used in this study had both strengths and limitations. The scales were
comprehensive and included a broad range of parenting behaviors, including the behaviors
of mothers and father, and they captured the perspective of both parents and youth. Further,
our study included measures of both social support and perceived control, allowing us to
investigate their unique influence with parenting behaviors. Some of our measures, however,
especially those of consistent discipline, had moderate reliability, which may have attenuated
our findings and made it more difficult to detect study effects. Alpha may be low because
our items conceptually tap into a broad range of parental actions related to discipline,
representing a category of parenting behaviors, rather than a single latent trait. Additionally,
our measure of social support did not specify the source of emotional support and guidance
to parents nor did it assess instrumental support, such as aid with finances, transportation, or
childcare, or co-parenting behaviors, which may have different relations to parenting. More
studies are needed to differentiate social support from romantic partners from other sources,
such as friends and family, and to understand how emotional support, instrumental support,
and co-parenting work together to affect parenting behaviors. Studies that tap into possible
gender differences in types and sources of social support and parenting may be particularly
informative (Barbee et al., 1993). In addition, further studies may be needed to investigate
possible differences by gender of the child. Lastly, in order to reduce the number of
statistical tests, we used measures that combined both parent and youth reports of parenting,
which like many studies are only moderately correlated. Future studies are needed to
examine predictors of differences in parent and youth perceptions of parenting.
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Third, the direction of effects between perceived control, social support, and parenting could
not be fully determined by this study. Our models controlled for Wave 1 parenting behaviors,
which increases our confidence that our findings do not merely reflect earlier parenting
strategies. However, there may be reciprocal relationships among perceived control, social
support, and parenting over time (McAuley & Blissmer, 2000), which were not captured in
this study, and which may be a fruitful area for future research.

Conclusions and Implications

This study is part of a growing body of research that suggests both parents” internal and
external resources are important determinants of their parenting behaviors. There are
existing theoretical models concerning which parenting behaviors are linked to which child
outcomes (e.g., Grusec & Davidov, 2010), but this study offers theoretical ideas about the
link between certain determinants of parenting depending on the type of predictor and
outcome. Specifically, perceived control was linked to changes in parents’ discipline
strategies, whereas control beliefs did not appear to be linked to changes in the emotional
aspects of the parent-child relationship. Social support, however, was linked to changes in
the relational aspects of parenting and also standard setting.

The results of this study also have important implications for interventions. Programs that
target parents’ perceived control over their environment might have positive implications for
control-related parenting behaviors, which might be especially important for preventing
conduct problems in children. Further, the findings suggest that interventions to improve
parenting during early adolescence may need to include components on how to build and
access social support networks. For both mothers and fathers, identifying and accessing
social support networks may help them in their parenting role during the transition to
adolescence. Parents’ social support might have positive consequences for their emotional
relationship with their children, especially for mothers who have low levels of perceived
control over their lives. Hence, when developing programs for parents it seems important to
take into account both the type of targeted parenting behavior, as well as the parents’ gender.
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